Datura stramonium in asthma treatment and possible effects on prenatal development.
Southern Africa has a variety of medicinal plants, used as remedies; however, little information is available regarding the cytotoxic potential, particularly when used during pregnancy. One such plant is Datura stramonium (DS) (Solanaceae), used frequently as an anti-asmatic treatment. DS contains a variety of alkaloids including atropine and scopolamine that can cause anticholinergic poisoning if taken in large doses. Atropine and scopolamine act on the muscarinic receptors by blocking them (particularly the M(2) receptors) on airway smooth muscle and submucosal gland cells. However, this will cause a continuous release in acetylcholine (Ach). Ach also act on nicotinic receptors; however, it is known that "over exposure" of nicotinic receptors may cause desensitization. We suggest that exposure of the foetus to DS when a mother uses it for asthma, will cause a continuous release of Ach, resulting in the desensitizing of nicotinic receptors, this could ultimately result in permanent damage to the foetus. Therefore we conclude that this African herbal remedy should be used with caution during pregnancy.